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One 


Author's Notes: 
Inspired by spending a lot of the last year on the road. Slow burn, if lbk words can count as slow? Forcing 
myself to write a happy ending because there's a first time for everything. Crossposted from A03. 


It's a cold afternoon in early spring and the sun is already setting over the low houses in the outskirts of 
Queens when James jolts out of sleep. Blinking bewildered around the room he realizes he's been awakened by 


the crash of a door colliding with a wall because Lars is now slamming it shut, a wince on his face. 


"Hey, fucker, get up", he calls, tossing sandy-brown hair over his shoulders as he strides across room towards 


his drum kit, nestled up in a corner. "The new guy's here, let's go.” 


James blinks and it takes a second before the memories from the morning come flooding back into his brain. 
The image of Dave, spit flying from his snarling mouth, mixing obscenities with pleas as James shoved him out 


of the car at the bus station 


He groans and falls back down, slings an arm over his face to block out the light. There's a headache building 
at the tops of his temples, an insistent reminder of the fact that they were still drunk from the night before 
when they kicked Dave out and then kept going all through the morning. He must have passed out somewhere 
along the way. 


"Already?" James croaks from behind the crook of his arm. 


"Yeah, Cliff got him, they're on their way up", Lars says from somewhere across the room. "Fuck, my head's 


killing me." 


James grunts. He wants to tell Lars to fuck off, he's already done the band's dirty work. Lars and Cliff left 
him to take care of their problem, they can deal with the rest of the mess. 


There's a tap against his thigh. 

"Come on, we gotta do this", Lars orders, voice drifting down from right above James this time. 

By the time James has pulled his jeans on, Cliff is already striding in with a dark-haired man in tow. James 
nods in their direction, preoccupied with scanning the mess spread around the floor for a clean enough t-shirt 


and something liquid to kickstart his brain. He's vaguely aware of Lars's voice again, grilling the new kid. 


Hammett, something. One of the Exodus guys. James has a dim memory of watching them on stage one late 


night back in San Francisco. He remembers Cliff being excited and Dave unimpressed. 


Then again, nothing ever impressed Dave, who greeted the world with a permanent snarl. Except only hours ago 
he was staring back at James through a rear view window, shell-shock and desperation in his eyes, clutching a 
half-empty duffle bag in his arms as they speeded out of the Greyhound station James shakes his head to 


banish the image. 


There's a forgotten bottle of vodka peeking out from under one of Cliff's flannel shirts strewn about the floor. 
Jackpot. An inch of liquid sloshes around the bottom as James unscrews the top. 


They've made a choice, or maybe a mistake. Either way, he needs his brain back on an even keel. 
"Alright, let's get this over with", he says to no one in particular and empties the bottle down his throat. 
James's head is still pounding when he plugs in but the familiar burn of the alcohol has at least woken him up. 


The new guy - Kirk, as he introduces himself with a high-pitched voice and a beaming but shaky smile - is 


fussing around with his amp, eyebrows drawn close together in concentration 


He can't be much taller than Lars. None of them have a lot of meat on their bones but this guy is properly 
skinny, twig-like thighs and toothpick arms. Except his cheeks are still round with baby fat, making him look like 
a high school kid who happened to wander in. 


He's not meeting anyone's eyes but his hands slide swiftly and confidently over the strings as he tunes up. 


"What do you want to start with?" Lars calls, leaning over his drum kit with that manic glint in his eye, the 
one that either means that he wants to be impressed or impress someone - usually both, in James's 


experience. 


Kirk's head whips up, eyes wide as if he'd forgotten there are other people in the room. He shrugs, the 


corners of his mouth turning up to reveal a pair of faint dimples in his round cheeks. 
"Up to you", he says. 


He keeps his head down as Lars counts them into "Whiplash", face obscured by messy curls. Halfway through 
the song, James catches Kirk's dark eyes. They're darting between him and Lars before they settle on James's 


hands. He can feel it as much as hear it when Kirk finds his rhythm. 


Before the song is over, all the memories of the last day have faded into oblivion By the time they're 
launching into the next one, James's stomach has settled again and his hands feel light. He can feel a grin 


spreading over his lips and looks over at Lars only to see it mirrored on his face. 


They're not supposed to sleep in the rehearsal studio but they got kicked out after thrashing the basement of 
their manager's house weeks ago. Between the four of them, they have about fifty bucks to their names and 
not a whole lot of options. Besides, if anyone shows up they can pretend rehearsal ran a little late. Poverty can 


look a lot like dedication as long as you put the right spin on it. 


It does run late most nights anyway, before Lars gets too drunk to keep time and falls into his jazz shit which 
inevitably leads James to cursing him out before Cliff veers off track just to mess with them and the whole 


thing bleeds into a drunken jam that goes on well into the morning. 


They crash on two mattresses. James usually shares with Lars, mostly out of habit. Cliff and Kirk sleep on 
the other side of the room, beneath the window they've covered with a blanket to keep the last traces of 


winter air at bay. 


Lars usually passes out first. He'll rant about his Viking blood to anyone who will listen but the guy can't hold 
his liquor. Cliff prefers weed and likes to doze off in half-waking dreams, lulled by whatever music they've left 


on after everyone is too drunk to keep playing. 


That leaves Kirk to keep James company until he's drunk enough that the booze overrides his brain. Kirk might 
look about fifteen and weigh just north of a hundred pounds soaking wet but he can pack away a surprising 


amount of beer for a tiny guy. 


He doesn't talk much, which James appreciates. When Kirk does speak, it's not with his usual high-pitched 


whine. Instead he whispers, voice low and husky and melodic, to avoid waking the others. 

"You know you're the reason | came out here?" Kirk says one night when Lars and Cliff have already drifted 
off to sleep. He's hovering over the stereo, leafing through the bootleg tapes they've scrounged together, 
eyeing them one by one. 

James isn't really listening, draped on his back over the beaten up couch with comfortably foggy thoughts and 
weak limbs. But he grunts and raises his chin to peer up at Kirk, following the lines of his face from upside 
down 


"What?" 


Kirk is wrestling with a cassette tape, fighting to get it out of its case. He giggles, then whines impatiently 
before the hard plastic snaps open and he pops it into the boombox. The muffled opening notes of "Foxy Lady" 


ring out. 


"You're the reason | came here", Kirk repeats, sliding down onto the floor with his back against the couch, his 


face floating a couple of inches above James's. 

"Yeah?" 

"Yeah", Kirk says, smiling down at him. "I just had a feeling we'd make a good fit" 

"Huh", James huffs, wishing something more eloquent had come out. 

"| liked my old band", Kirk continues, pulling his knees up towards his chest and wrapping his arms around them. 
"But its kind of nice to not be the guy running the show, you know? You and Lars are much better at it 
anyway." 


The corners of his eyes wrinkle softly. James feels his cheeks heating up but Kirk doesn't seem to notice. He 
giggles suddenly, a mischievous glint in his eye. 


"Wanna draw dicks on Lars's face?" 


They spend most of their days out in Queens, logging hour after hour of rehearsal while Kirk gets up to speed 
and James and Lars try to wrestle the songs into place. They're off to the studio soon, some place up north. 


They're so close to the finish line that James almost feels like they've already crossed it. 


They venture into the city a couple of times a week, drifting from club to club to track down enough gigs to 


pay for next week's food and booze. 

Its a Wednesday, the best time to find managers with empty slots to fill before the weekend who are 
desperate enough to give them a shot. They've already hit most places on the east side, with little luck despite 
Lars turning his charm up to eleven 

They're walking past the park where the skaters and dope fiends hang out and Cliff and Lars have already 
disappeared around the corner onto 3rd street. James is trailing behind when his eyes shoot up and lands on an 


entrance in white marble. 


The sign above the door hits him like a slap in the face. Two words in neat, gold letters. The world around him 


melts away. 

There's a bible in the window, propped up on a dark lectern He catches his own reflection hanging above it, a 
pair of familiar and narrow eyes floating midair. The afternoon sun trickles in, bouncing off of the white walls 
inside like divine light. There's a ringing in his ears and behind it someone is whispering. Someone is praying. 
Then there's a tug on his jacket and the sounds of the city come crashing into his ears again 


"You okay?" 


It isn't until he turns and meets Kirk's dark eyes that James realizes that his own are watering. He blinks, 
rapidly, forcing them to clear. 


"Yeah", he stutters. "Yeah, I'm fine. Just, you know, some bad shit." 

Kirk tilts his head. His eyes shift from James's face to the window behind him and soften. 

"Yeah, | do.” 

James shoves his hands into the pockets of his jacket, nails digging into his palms. Kirk's eyes still burn against 


his face but he doesn't say anything as James stumbles forward again, just falls into lockstep as they hurry 
off to catch up with the others. 


The night before they're leaving for the studio, Anthrax is playing a bar way over on the Upper West side and 
offer to share their beers backstage before the show as a going away present. 


James pushes his way to the front when they take the stage, happy to blend into the crowd and not have to 
live up to anyone's expectations. There can't be more than fifty people in the room but they mold around him 
and James moves with them like he's a wave in the ocean. 


Next to him, Kirk is going crazy, his whole body convulsing in spasms. Whenever the crowd pushes him, he 


pushes right back with a maniacal grin plastered across his face. 


"Fuck, man!" he screams into James's ear and James can only laugh because the music is too loud for words, 
piercing all the way through his veins. He lets Kirk crash into him again and again, raised fists dancing 
dangerously close to James's face. The air tastes like stale beer and electricity. 


Afterwards, they pool their money and get a pitcher. James watches as Kirk pulls coins out of his pockets, 
dropping them like little treasures onto the counter and pushing them towards the bartender, a wrinkled 


woman with half a can of hairspray in her hair. 


"That was so fucking awesome, so awesome’, Kirk is rambling, still baring his crooked teeth in the same grin 


that's been glued to his face for the last two hours. 
Lars stumbles up and throws an arm around Kirk's throat, peeking over his shoulder. 


"You got enough, Hamster? I've got a chick to impress", he wheezes into Kirk's ear and then laughs as Kirk 


squi rms. 


"| don't know, | don't think there's enough beer in Manhattan to get her that drunk’, he responds, giggling, 


which earns him a slap up the side of his face from Lars's free hand. 
"You're getting cocky, I'm not sure | like it" 


The bartender finally seems satisfied with their pile of coins and crumpled bills. Cliff empties the pitcher into 


plastic cups. Lars swipes two, sticks out his tongue and disappears into the crowd again. 


Midnight came and went hours ago and without the adrenaline of a gig in his veins James can't summon the 
courage to talk to new people. He keeps his head down and his beer glued to his hand, drifting in and out of 
focus while Cliff and Kirk argue about horror movies. 


It's easier with Lars around. Lars thrives in the center of attention and once he's got the spotlight, James can 


relax and play the part of long suffering friend. 


Dave used to do that, too, only Dave would pick a fight and James would have to step in and clean up his mess. 
But at least there was a script to follow and James didn't have to stand in the middle of a crowded room and 
be too freaked out to look up from his beer. 


| don't know, The Exorcist just feels like something a priest would like too much", Cliff is explaining when he 


tunes back in, 

"Yeah, okay, but that's what makes it so good!" Kirk counters, slurring his words. "It's like, you know, there are 
all of these people out there who actually believe in demons and the devil and all that. That shit was so real to 
me when | was a kid, it freaked me the fuck out the first time | saw it" 

He raises his plastic cup to his mouth, quick and a little shaky, and makes a face when he realizes it's empty. 
"You were religious when you were a kid?" Cliff asks. 

Kirk shrugs and snatches for the pitcher for the last few drops. 

James catches Cliffs eyes over Kirk's head. He knows what Cliff is thinking, remembers a hazy night back in 
San Francisco when he drank too much and spilled his guts out. But James doesn't want to think about bibles 
and churches tonight. He shakes his head firmly and downs the rest of his beer, slamming the plastic cup a 
little too hard on the bar. It crumbles between his fingers. 

"lm gonna need to be a lot more drunk if | have to listen to more of this nerdy shit", he declares. 

A quick pat down of pockets results in two dollars and a couple of quarters, not enough for another round. 
Cliff offers to check with the Anthrax guys backstage, his bell bottoms swishing softly around his legs as he 
walks off into the thinning crowd. 

Kirk leans over the bar, a drunken glint in his eye, swaying gently. 

"You shouldn't knock the nerdy shit, | think you'd like it", he yawns. 

"Sure", James chuckles. 

Kirk tries to fix him with a stare but his eyes are droopy and unfocused and his smile too wide. 

"Fuck off, you're a dork, | can tell.” 

They don't find Lars until the lights crackle to life and reveal him in a corner by the stage, his arms and 
tongue locked in what can best be described as a battle with a brunette who's at least half a foot taller than 
him. They lose him again on the way to the subway station as he skips off after the girl and yells that he'll be 
back later. 


"Try not to get shot!" he calls in the distance as a final goodbye. 


The ride back to Queens is a slog on a train that squeals and shakes down the tracks but James's stomach is 
still beer-warm and he's in a good mood. Cliff slumps down and rests the back of his head against the window, 


reddish curls falling like curtains around his face. 

The cold morning air seems to have woken Kirk up again because he refuses to sit still. Instead, he dances 
around on unsteady legs, swinging between the poles and singing an out of tune version of "Mr Crowley". Except 
he can't really remember the words so he just wails the guitar melody instead between piercing shrieks of 
laughter. 

"Please shut up, please shut up, please shut up", Cliff grumbles, covering his face with his hands. 


"Hey, Hammett, knock it off, you're gonna kill Cliff", James laughs. 


"What, no one else can be in the spotlight except you, Hetfield?" Kirk shoots back. He attempts a spin around 
the pole in the middle of the car but his feet give way and he lands squarely on his ass with a yelp instead. 


James glances around the mostly empty subway car and spots a brawny man with buzz cut hair and a 
furrowed brow a couple of sections down. He's resting his forearms on his knees and his hands are balled into 
fists. Something about the way he's staring at Kirk, hard and sharp, sets off alarm bells at the back of 
James's head. 

"Cimon, Kirk, get up." 

Kirk lifts one weak hand and flips James the finger. 

He can still sense the man in the periphery of his vision as he pulls himself to his feet and stumbles over, 
picking Kirk up by the collar of his leather jacket. Kirk sticks his tongue out and fights for a moment but 
James is a lot stronger. They wobble back to the bench, the car swerves to the side and Kirk lands halfway 


across James's lap. He flops there in a warm heap of limbs. 


‘Its okay, | won't steal you thunder ever, ever", Kirk promises, cheerful and breathy, against the side of 


James's neck before he yawns and pushes his head into the crook of James's shoulder. 


James leans back and catches the reflection of the two of them, Kirk's eyes closed and his face soft, in the 


window across the aisle. His own eyes stare right back at him, wide and baffled. 

Back at the studio, Cliff collapses on James's and Lars's mattress and refuses to get up. 

"Fuck off, m tired", he moans, pulling the blanket over his head. 

‘Im tired too, dickwad", James counters, kicking off his sneakers and sending them flying across the floor. 


"So go to bed’, Cliff mutters and turns away. 


Kirk is already climbing out of his jeans at the other end of the room, giggling hysterically as he trips and falls 


onto the mattress under the window. 
"Keep your fucking pointy elbows over there", he wheezes, squirming to force the tight pants over his feet. 


James peers down at Cliff, with his long limbs sprawled spread-eagle, and then looks over at Kirk He rubs his 


temples. 
"Scoot over, Hammett, at least you're tiny", he sighs. 


"Fuck off", Kirk replies, the last syllable drawn out in a long exhale. But his voice is warm and he pulls back the 


cover to let James clamber in. 

Kirk turns out to be a better bedfellow than Lars, who always hogs the blanket and sleeps with his arms 
spread apart so he keeps hitting James in the face in his sleep. Kirk shoves himself all the way to the back of 
the wall, leaving a few inches of no man's land between them, and falls silent. 

Cliff is already snoring softly but every nerve in James's body is alive and awake. The room spins around him 
when he closes his eyes so he keeps them open He can hear Kirk's breathing in the compact darkness. The 
reflection of the two of them in the subway car floats into his mind but it morphs into his own eyes hovering 
above a bible in a window downtown. 

"Hey, you awake?" James whispers. 

"Yeah", comes the reply, low and lilting. 


James breathes deeply, squeezes his eyes shut for a second and feels the room spin again. 


"When my mom got cancer, she didn't want to see the doctor. She thought God would save her from her sin 
so she just wanted us to pray, all the fucking time." He exhales. "It didn't help. 


The sheets rustle as he feels the weight next to him shift a little. 
"That's pretty fucked up", Kirk whispers, his voice is a little closer now. 


Its such a succinct summation of something that stretches as wide inside James's mind as the sky above him 


that he can't help but let out a sharp snort. 
"Yeah", he mumbles. "It was pretty fucked up." 
Silence, heavy and suffocating, falls between them again. James feels like he might throw up. 


"You know how nuns use rulers to keep kids in their place in Catholic school?" Kirk asks. 


James nods, then realizes that Kirk probably can't see him. 
"Yeah." 


"There was this nun who really had it out for me. | think she could see there was something wrong with me 


from day one. | was pretty bad at the whole Catholic school boy thing." 


James ventures a look towards Kirk. His eyes adjust and he can see the contour of Kirk's profile, can see him 


raise his right hand above his chest, spidery fingers spread apart. 


"She liked to hit my fingers as hard as she could’, Kirk says and there's a swift, tapping sound as he raps his 
left hand into the pads of his fingertips. "Probably figured it would stop me from playing or something. She 
gave me some bullshit about devil music or whatever but | think she just didn't like the idea of anything that 
might feel good." 


Kirk lets his hands drift down to his chest and takes a deep breath. Then he turns over to his side, tucking one 
hand under his head and staring back at James. Time slows to a crawl as he lifts the other hand, letting it 


hover in the air for a second before it drifts down to rest on James's chest. 


He wonders if Kirk can feel his heartbeat, if the same hard thumping against the insides of his wrists is 


traveling through ribs and muscles and skin to Kirk's warm palm. 
"A lot of people are scared. But we can do whatever the fuck we want", Kirk whispers. 


James closes his eyes and listens to the sound of Kirk's breathing, steady and heavy, as he drifts off. The 


patch of skin under Kirk's hand feels like it's on fire but the room isn't spinning anymore. 


When he wakes up, Kirk's arm is resting across his torso, his face pressed into James's hair. James pretends 
to sleep when he feels the body next to his stirring, keeps his face blank as Kirk sits up and yawns, stays 
perfectly still when the mattress dips under shifting weight as Kirk carefully climbs over him. 


They don't talk about it but Kirk gives him a little lopsided smile over the rim of his tea mug when James 
pulls himself out of bed half an hour later. He feels his ears grow hot. 


Two 


Author's Notes: 
| was going to upload the whole thing with the first chapter but visiting family on another continent over the 
holidays kind of got in the way. Better late than never. 


By the time the record is done, James can barely remember what it used to feel like to play without Kirk next 
to him. He blends in seamlessly most of the time, effective at fading into the background, but as soon as they 
plug in he falls into James's rhythm as if its as easy as breathing. 


The only time he protests during the recording is when he is told to play Dave's solos note by note. 
"Fuck that", Kirk snorts with enough venom that they agree to let him tweak the music out of sheer surprise. 


Cliff and Kirk head back to San Francisco while James and Lars stay behind and try not to fuck up the final 
sprint. [ts long nights with little sleep and a lot of frustration and James misses the other guys. He misses 
Cliff's quiet resolve, the stony stares he uses to silence anyone telling him what to do. He misses the way Kirk 
laughs everything off and speeds off, never stopping long enough to hold a grudge. 


The final mix sounds nothing like James had hoped for and he boards a plane for the west coast with a heavy 
weight in his stomach. But by the time they're back east a couple of months later it doesn't matter - they're 
already plotting the next one, bigger and better and bolder. 


Jonny, their manager, greets them at the airport with a fresh copy of the record and James has never felt 


prouder than when he flips it over to the photo of the four of them on the back. 
He lets out a howl of laughter, picks Lars up off the ground and spins him around in the parking lot. 
"Hey, fucker, let me downl" Lars yelps with feigned annoyance but his beaming smile betrays him. 


They celebrate by getting hammered and thrashing the room they're staying in. Cliff almost falls out a window 
as he hangs out of it to scream that he's going to kill all the executives standing in their way. He falls back 
and lands over Kirk and Lars who have been pulling him back in, cursing loudly in unison with Lars as Kirk 


shrieks with laughter. 


A couple of days later, James is shaking the hands of a trio of British guys who are going to lead them on 
their first tour, a pair of brothers that could be twins and a stocky drummer with a clammy and firm 
handshake. They're already veterans and James keeps his head down to hide the fact that he's a bundle of raw 


nerves. 


"You guys been playing together long?" asks John, one of the Gallagher brothers, over a couple of introductory 


six-packs. 

They're sprawled out in the grass, him and his brother Mark and James and Kirk. At the end of the driveway 
there's a beat up winnebago that is going to carry them back to California. It looks like it might give up at the 
first sign of a hill but it will have to do. Lars and Cliff are spray painting plywood boards to block out the 
lights from the windows at night, Lars coughing dramatically and Cliff rolling his eyes. 


"Not really. | had my own band back home just a couple of months ago’, Kirk says. 


He's taken off his jacket in the Jersey summer heat and is lying on his back, propped up on his elbows with 


skinny legs spread out in front of him. Kirk never takes up much space, even when he tries. 

He smiles then and turns towards James. 

"But it feels like forever, right?" 

James nods. The lukewarm beer is building in his stomach, gaining momentum, but he's not drunk enough to 
talk much. He hates the way his mind goes empty around new people, hates feeling stupid and shy and like 
there's a target on his back. 

There's a screech and Cliff comes barreling towards them at full speed. 

"Fuck off!" he yells over his shoulder, sprinting towards the house. 

"Give up, you giant freak!" Lars shouts back as he follows in hot pursuit, spray can raised like a weapon. 

The sudden burst of action shakes James out of his own head and he's leaning back, guffawing, as the Raven 
guys get up and head inside to get the going-away party started properly. He's still laughing deep in his belly 
when Kirk throws him the last can of beer. 

Kirk is grinning but his eyes are wide and blank as he peers back towards the house and the others. 

"You alright?" James asks, popping the tab of the can. 

Kirk remains frozen for a second before he shakes his head, as if pulling himself together. 


"Yeah. | just miss Tom and Paul and the others guys." 


James is still sober enough to recognize the names from the scene back home and instantly regrets that he 


asked. 


Kirk sits up quickly, crossing his legs. 


"Like, I'm really happy and | don't regret this for a second", he insists. He pulls a fistful of grass out of the 
ground, lets it fall back down through his fingers. "It's just, you know. I've known those guys forever. | guess | 


just miss home." 


James thinks about Ron, who followed him into the music because they did everything together. Ron wanted to 
play his bass, not deal with all the bullshit that came with running around with James, Lars and Dave. They 
haven't spoken since Cliff took his place last year. James heard he went back home to Downey, probably 
working a steady job by now. He's thought about calling but he doesn't know what he would say and it's easier 
to keep playing and drinking and never looking back 


"Yeah, | guess | do", James says before he can think too much more about Ron. Then another thought strikes 


him and he grins. "But we're going home." 


He pulls himself to his feet, picks up one of the spray cans left behind in the grass and walks over to the van 
Takes a second to step back, eyeing it between mouthfuls of beer. Then he starts spraying, "No life ‘til Frisco’, 
in long and shaky letters along the side door. 


"Dude, you know only fuckers from LA call it Frisco, right?" Kirk taunts but he's giggling now, a proper 


Hammett giggle, and when James turns around the grin on his face has spread to his eyes. 


Once they hit the road, James can feel something shift like tectonic plates grinding against each other under 
his feet. 


The nights bleed together almost instantly, a storm of adrenaline and then release, pushing and pulling him in all 
directions. Time freezes when they play, a four wheel wagon always threatening to roll off the road. 
Afterwards, it feels like he's run a marathon Dave used to be the one to talk to the audience, charm them 
and egg them on, but with Dave out the spotlight falls to James. They've got help, a skeleton crew of sound 
and lights and backline, but in the hazy seconds before he steps onto the stage James can't shake the feeling 
that it all stands and falls with him. 


He opens his first beer earlier each day, in an attempt to dull his nerves before he has to stand at the center 
of the stage and not think about the fact that his voice still cracks every so often With a little more alcohol 
in his system he has to focus to keep himself tethered to Lars's drums and that doesn't leave much room for 


anything other than the four of them moving together, different heads on the same beast. 


Kirk is a rock on stage. He sticks to his corner, laser-like focus guiding him through song after song without 
hesitation even if a note or two gets dropped along the way. Once they're done for the night, it's a different 


story. He never says no to a drink or a smoke or something a bit stronger. Then his feet start to wobble, his 
eyes glaze over and all of a sudden he's the loudest guy in the room. 


Kirk is a fun drunk but he's trying to slip into someone else's skin and James doesn't like it. Its like he's putting 
on an act, trying to look like what he thinks someone on tour with their broke metal band should look like. It's 
the face he pulls for photographers, drawing back his lower lip and baring his teeth in an attempt to look 


menacing. But it clashes against his soft cheeks and makes him look like a kid throwing a temper tantrum. 


James prefers the version of Kirk who argues with Cliff about books or laughs with Lars about shrinking 
Cliffs bell bottoms as a prank. He even prefers the version of Kirk who pulls out his comics when James is 
too hungover to protest and chatters happily about ghouls and monsters and James will let him because it's 


easier and because the way you can hear Kirk's smile in his voice feels almost as good as getting drunk. 


But the Kirk he likes the most is the one that comes out at night, when the others have passed out on the 
bus and his voice drops an octave and grows low and lilting again, barely a whisper above the sound of the 


sputtering engine. 


One of those nights James tells Kirk about the day he woke up and his father was gone, off to start a new 
life. He wouldn't have mentioned it if they hadn't already gone through a few bottles of vodka, can hear the 
way the words come out garbled and aggressive, but it feels good because Kirk doesn't interrupt or 


misunderstand or ask too many questions. He takes another swig and nods and follows James with soft eyes. 
"Yeah, | get it. My dad left a long time ago. But good fucking riddance, he was an asshole", is all he says. 

Lars seems to eat the act up, though. Within a week, he and Kirk have melded into an unholy duo of terror. 
They haven't even left the east coast and already they've developed a routine of messing with the Raven guys 
by fawning all over each other, groping and planting wet kisses on one another's faces while wiggling their 


eyebrows and promising the Brits that they're going to show them a good San Francisco time. 


At least James thinks it's a routine. He prefers not to think about the way Kirk's eyes narrow over a smirk 


when Lars grabs at his crotch. 

One late night in a cramped dressing room, both bands squeezed together, Cliff leans over to hand James 
another beer and shoots an amused smile across the room. Kirk and Lars are dancing, or rather flailing, around 
to cheers and jeers in equal measure. Lars has pulled off his t-shirt and Kirk's hands are roaming across his 
chest and back, the smooth movement interrupted by fits of giggles. 

"Hammetts pretty wild, huh?" 


Its always the quiet ones you've gotta watch out for", James snorts. 


Cliff shoots him a smug look. It feels like they're sharing a secret that James doesn't understand. 


"We've all got our damage, | suppose", Cliff muses and then, noticing James's confusion, continues, "I don't think 


he's had the easiest ride." 

"What do you mean?" James asks, emboldened by the warm sensation spreading from the pit of his stomach. 
Cliff peers at him, as if sizing him up. He shrugs. 

"You guys seem pretty close, l'm sure you know as much as me." 


James isn't sure he does. All he really knows about Kirk are stories about nuns with rulers, acid trips with old 
band mates, dads who disappear and more information about horror movies than he ever wanted to know. He 
knows that Kirk listens and understands, well enough that it feels like he can see right into James's skull most 
of the time. He figures that music might have saved Kirk's life too, because his face falls into an expression of 


ecstasy, rapturous and distant, when he dives deep into a solo. 


But Kirk doesn't seem to be walking around life with a weight hanging around his neck. He bounces where James 
drags his feet, smiles where James frowns, lets his worries slide off of him like water where James frets and 


stews and bristles. 
Then one early morning in a windowless bar in Baltimore, James thinks he sees what Cliff was talking about: 


He's stuck in a conversation with Lars and someone from the local music scene, another potential connection to 
be won over by the sheer force of Lars's will Its hard to focus because there's a lanky redhead eyeing him 


from the bar and James keeps shifting his eyes over, flashing a grin over the rim of his beer can 


Its a game of cat and mouse where they're both the hunter and the hunted, throwing sly glances at each 
other and then looking away with fake nonchalance. He's just about had enough to drink to end the dance, go 
over there and deliver his best front man performance. But then he looks up again and someone else catches 


his eye. 


Kirk, head thrown back in laughter, staring bright eyed at some guy. The two of them are pressed close 
together, wedged between people clamoring at the bar. 


Something scratches at the back of James's mind and he feels a familiar heat rise through his body, little 
flames licking the insides of his wrists. Kirk has a hand against the stranger's chest. The other man, at least 
two feet taller, reaches out and wraps black curls around his fingers. He pulls Kirk towards him with a harsh 
tug of his hair until Kirk's face is pressed close to his. 


The rest of the room fades to black and James stares, hypnotized, as Kirk turns on his heel, leaving his beer 


on the bar and walks out, the stranger following close behind. 


Its a ten hour drive to Chicago. James spends it trying to sleep but Lars keeps reaching over the back of the 
seat in front of him and shaking his shoulders. 


Lars has been banished to the back because they all agreed that their roadie and driver, a hulking Jersey guy 
who goes by Bulldozer Bob, might crash the van on purpose if he has to listen to the drummer all day and 


they'd all prefer to survive the trip. James is starting to regret the decision 


"Don't you ever just shut the fuck up", he snaps, pulling his jacket over his face but it's useless because Lars 
pulls it back down. 


"Ever hear of sleeping when you're dead?" Lars retorts. 

Across the aisle, Cliff has his headphones on and a faraway look painted across his face as he stares at the 
old industrial towns of northern Pennsylvania flying by outside. It's an expression they've all come to recognize 
as a warning not to fuck around. Cliff is an easy-going guy, could have blended in with the hippies preaching 
peace and free love a few decades ago, but he's got an iron will and a mean streak when pushed. 

Kirk is slumped over in his seat up front. He hasn't uttered three words since they piled into the van around 
noon and has spent the trip hiding behind sunglasses and a magazine. James forces his eyes away from the 
dark mop of hair spilling over the headrest, black curls colored mahogany by the fading daylight: 

He wishes he was drunk. 

"Alright", James growls. "But keep your fucking voice down." 

Lars beams and climbs over to the seat next to him. 

The sun is already dipping below the horizon by the time they pull into a rest stop on the outskirts of Toledo. 
Cliffs hangover must have subsided because he shoots James a merciful look and drags Lars with him to the 


gas station to pick up drinks for the rest of the drive. 


Kirk is leaning against the van when James steps outside, hands shoved deep into his pockets and shoulders 


hunched forward. 
"Hey", he says. 


James grunts in greeting and fixes his eyes on the silver tape holding the toes of his beat up sneakers 
together. 


"You alright?" Kirk tries again, voice rising with a twinge of uncertainty. "| mean, uh, is everything good?" 


The memory of that day on the west side, the bible in the window and Kirk's knowing smile, swims to the 
surface of James's mind. He shakes his head sheepishly, tapping one foot against the pavement. 


"Yeah, just tired." 


The door to the convenience store pops open with the ringing of a bell and Cliff and Lars spill out, arms full of 
beer and arguing loudly. Cliff laughs in the distance, towering over Lars. 


Kirk peers over at them, then back to James and tilts his head until it's resting against the side of the van. 
"You've put up with Lars all day. Wanna read some nerdy shit instead?" he asks. 


By the time James has settled into the seat next to Kirk, Lars is bounding up the stairs with Cliff in tow. Cliff 


flashes James a sage grin and dumps a pack of beer in his lap before ushering Lars to the back. 


lm giving you fifteen minutes of my undivided attention and then you have to shut up for five, deal?" James 
hears him sigh. 


Kirk pulls his knees up to rest against the seat in front of him, scooting down low and leafing through comics 
as Bob pulls the bus back onto the highway. He settles on a colorful cover sporting a hulking wolf man hiding 


behind a corner, spying on a young couple drawn in bold lines and 1950's technicolor. 


"I think you'd like this one. It's about a guy who finds out his family has a werewolf curse and then he learns 
to use it for good." 


James eyes the cover suspiciously. 


"It looks fucking dorky", he snorts but he lets Kirk lean over as the bus careers a little to the side, lets Kirk's 


arm rest against his thigh so he can hold the magazine between them and point out his favorit parts on each 
page. 


"You know, you don't always have to be in charge of everything’, Kirk says. "Thats what this guy learns, 
sometimes you just gotta let it go." 


The light from overhead catches the side of Kirk's face as he turns a page and James's eyes land on a pair of 
faint marks, halfway down his throat. They look like smudges until James's eyes adjust to the shifting light and 


he could swear he's looking at the faint traces of fingers gripping hard enough to leave purple blossoms behind. 


He pushes the memory of Kirk's curls twirled around a stranger's fingers deep down into the back of his mind. 


It stays there for a day but that's before they take the stage in Chicago and James has just launched into 
the opening riff of the night when he looks over to his left. He drops a note and curses loudly because Kirk's 
shirt is open all the way down to his belly button and it looks like he's dry humping the back of his guitar. 


The crowd roars and James glues his eyes to the tops of the heads lining the room. Before the song is over 
he can feel sticky sweat plastering the sides of his face. He isn't sure if its because of the heat of the stage 
lights and the frenzied crowd or if it's because of the sheer willpower needed to not look back at Kirk. He 
hones in on Cliffs bass, synching up to his rhythm and following it like a guiding light to keep his mind and 
fingers from slipping. 


It works until they reach the end of the set and Kirk launches into a guitar solo, leans a little too far off the 
stage and loses his guitar to the audience. He grasps helplessly in the air for a few seconds before resting his 
hands on his hips, shaking his head. He's grinning wide now, feral, an unhinged flash in his eyes. 


It feels like someone has punched James in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him. 


Bob emerges from the crowd, flinging Kirk's guitar back up. James stumbles through the encore and pushes 
past Lars as soon as the lights cut out, heading straight for the shower. By the time he accepts that its 
going to take something a lot stronger than lukewarm water to wipe his brains clear of the picture of Kirk's 
sweaty skin peeking through an open shirt, the rest of the band is back in the dressing room. 


James parks himself in a corner next to a beer case, opens a bottle and starts chugging. 
People are milling in and out, fans and musicians and roadies in a steady stream. There's loud music and people 
trying to talk to him but James is sinking lower into a buzz that's spilling into a stupor and keeps his answers 


to grunts, nods and two word sentences. 


Cliff plants himself on the bench beside him, a concerned look in his eyes. James feels a warm rush of 


gratitude. 

"Hey, man, good gig’, Cliff says and raises his beer to tap against James's. 

James nods. 

"Who's that guy Kirk's talking to?" 

He has tried not to look, has been trying ever since he noticed Kirk chatting animatedly with a man James 
doesn't recognize. All James knows is that he doesn't like the look of him. The man is tall and blonde and has an 


obnoxiously loud laugh but he keeps leaning in closer than necessary to whisper to Kirk. The way he leers 


makes James think of wolves in the night, closing in on a particularly drunk and naive lamb. 


Cliff shrugs dismissively but James catches the way his eyes linger across the room. 
"I think he works here, he was behind the bar earlier", Cliff says, lifting his beer to his lips again 


James thinks that Kirk has caught them looking because he's fallen silent and his head tilts in their direction 


James doesn't look back. 


He's not sure how much time has passed when he finally does. Hours, judging by the fact that the beer case 
is empty and Lars is in a literal pissing contest with Mark Gallagher, their jeers echoing and bouncing off of 


the tiled walls of the shower stalls. 


The cramped room is spinning slightly as he scans it but James still can't be drunk enough becouse he feels a 
pang in his stomach when he realizes that both Kirk and the wolf guy are gone. 


He doesn't have much of a plan when he gets to his feet and mutters something vague in Cliff's direction, he 
just knows that he needs some fresh air in his lungs and more alcohol in his bloodstream. That's how he finds 
himself stumbling out of the suffocating club and into the street, back towards where the van is parked, 


where there has to be more booze hidden somewhere. 


The ground shakes with tiny earthquakes underneath his feet and he has to catch himself against the side of 


the bus and take a few breaths to make sure he's not about to hurl. 


There's a sound coming from somewhere further back, blanketed and blurred as it bounces across the mostly 
empty parking lot. James swerves a little before he finds his footing again, turning his head to find the source. 
He creeps around the back of the van, eyes slowly adjusting to the dim light. There it is again, something like a 


soft moan. James stumbles, steadies himself against the corner of the van and peers around it. 


Kirk's lips, parted in a soft circle, is the only part of his face that is clearly visible under curly bangs. It takes 
James a second to register why he's pressed up against the vehicle, his head pushing against metal and glass. 


It's like a camera zooming out when the periphery of James's vision crackles and sharpens. 


The man from the dressing room is standing behind Kirk, leaning into him. He has one hand buried deep in dark 
hair and is pushing Kirk's face up against the van as he's grinding against his body, panting hard. The image of 
his white knuckles gripping Kirk's hips tight burns into James's retinas. 


There's a sound coming from Kirk's mouth, low and whiny, pain mixed with something else that tugs at James's 


groin. 


He watches, frozen, as the man yanks Kirk's head back with a rough tug and Kirk's hair comes spilling out of 
his face. His eyes are screwed shut, his throat bent so far back that it looks like it might snap. There's a dark 
red mark on the cheek that was pressed up against the window. He's moaning loader now, savage and grainy, 


and the man is fucking him harder and it isn't until that second that James realizes what he's seeing. 


Three 


James spends their day off in Chicago holed up in the hotel room, clutching a leftover bottle of Jack Daniels 
and ignoring Lars's demands that they hit the clubs. Cliff stops by and leans against the doorway with pursed 
lips and watchful eyes. 

"You're not coming?" 

"He's not up for it, apparently", Lars responds, voice dripping with disdain 

He's spent the last half hour pacing around, making passive aggressive noises and shooting daggers at James, 
who has remained motionless on the bed and steadily worked his way through the bottle - partially out of 
spite, partially because he needs his brain to fill with fog sooner rather than later. 

Cliff's eyebrows disappear into the bangs he's been growing out. 

James doesn't know what the fuck Lars's problem is. He can go out and do his little song and dance with Kirk 
and if James doesn't want to sit through that again no one can force him. He pushes the thought of Kirk from 
his mind quickly with another swig. 


But the way Cliff is eyeing the bottle in his hands, arms crossed in front of his chest, makes James feel bad 
enough that he clears his throat. 


‘lm just not in the mood, okay?" 


"Whatever", Lars mutters, picking up his jacket from the floor. "I'm not gonna sit around and watch you mope. 
You coming, Cliff?" 


Cliff nods but doesn't take his eyes off of James. 
"You go get Kirk, I'll be right down" 


Lars rolls his eyes and then he's out the door, slamming it a little harder than necessary. James's eyes flick 


down to his fingers, scratching at the label on the bottle absentmindedly. 
"You're sure you're okay?" Cliff asks. 
James lets out a vague noise, a leave-me-alone grunt, a get-out-but-also-I'm-sorry huff. 


"IFs just, you've been acting a little weird the last couple of days. You know Lars cares, he's just an asshole 


about it", Cliff says. "You want me to stick around?" 


The label is falling off in large chunks now, flimsy paper tumbling into James's hands. He brushes it off against 


his chest. 
‘Im fine", he lies, pretty sure that Cliff clocks it. "lm just gonna stay in and write." 
Cliff tilts his head almost imperceptibly to the side and then shrugs. 


"You do you, man. Just eat something, you write like shit when you're hungry’, he grins and with a wave he's 


out the door, leaving James in the same spot he's been frozen in since he woke up. 
The room immediately feels suffocating, as if the oxygen retreated with Cliff. James's eyes land on his guitar 
case, resting against the wall by the door. But as soon as his mind starts to wander through the sounds he 


could make to drown out his thoughts, the memory of Kirk's moans come flooding into his brain, filling it to 


the brim. He gulps down the rest of the bottle quickly, the amber liquid burning like acetone in his throat. 


Two days later, James's brain finally threatens to explode outside of a dingy toilet behind a gas station south 


of nowhere, Illinois. 


Lars is leaning against the wall, digging his toe into the dirt, tired lines under his eyes. James inhales deeply and 
reminds himself that if anyone knows what to do, it's Lars. 


"Is something up with Hammett?" 


Lars shoots him a puzzled look. James pushes his hands deeper into his pockets and stares out over the fields 
stretching out around them. 


Its been miles and miles of the stuff since they left Chicago, open spaces with nothing to distract him from 
the sound of Kirk laughing at Cliff's jokes up front in the van. His brain scrambles for a new sentence but fails. 


"Is something up with Hammett?" 
"What the fuck are you on about?" Lars sighs. 


He's losing interest in the conversation, turning to bang his foot against the door to the restroom impatiently. 


James takes a deep breath again. 


"| think he, uh, might be into dudes", he exhales. 


Lars swings around to stare at him. If he hadn't been so busy wanting to crawl out of his own skin, James 


might have appreciated the fact that he's dumbstruck for once. Lars frowns. 
"You know we're just messing around, right? It's a fucking joke", he says slowly. 
"I saw him with someone. A few days ago. Didn't look like he was joking around." 


Lars falls silent again and James knows he isn't the only one who has figured it out. He watches his friend dig 
a hole on the gravel with his busted up tennis shoes before fixing him with a steely gaze. 


"Listen, | don't care who he fucks. He can suck every guy from here to LA if that's what gets him off. | care 
about the band and we're not gonna be those guys who never go anywhere because we can't stick together. 
Just get over it", he spits. 


James stares back, bewildered. He doesn't like what Lars seems to be suggesting. 


"Hey, I'm not -" he starts to protest but cuts off when the door to the restroom crashes open and a trucker 


with his baseball cap drawn low exits, eyeing them suspiciously. James lowers his head and lets his hair fall in 


front of his face. 


When he looks up again, Lars is chewing his thumbnail. There are deep, dark lines of worry running between his 


eyebrows. 


"Just don't do anything stupid, okay?" he says, a pleading tone in his voice, before he disappears into the 


restroom. 


By the time they're off the highway, passing a billboard with a giant cross and some words that James doesn't 
catch, it's late in the afternoon Bob pulls into a dirt driveway and the winnebago whines to a stop next to a 


house that looks like it's seen better days, the yellow paint faded and cracked. 


The venue is more or less a stage attached to a shed in the middle of a pit, nestled between two patches of 
woods and fields that stretch out beyond the farm as far as the eye can see. A couple of kids are setting up 
folding chairs, pausing and gawking as James stumbles out of the van He avoids their eyes and turns his back 
towards them as Lars, Cliff and Kirk shuffle out and line up along the bus in a row of unwashed hair, tattered 
shoes and jeans still stinking of last night's beer. 


Kirk is peering around with sharp eyes, chewing his bottom lip. Cliff must have noticed the ghost of worry 
playing across his face because he elbows Kirk lightly before pulling a battered joint out of the top pocket of 


his jacket. He scrunches his face into a grimace as he lights up. 


"Well, boys, | guess we've made it", he quips. 


A door slams somewhere in the distance, followed by the sound of dogs barking. Lars raises his hand in a 
greeting and James spins around to spot a stocky man in his 50's striding across the grass. He doesn't extend 
his hand when he introduces himself, through a lip full of chew tobacco, as the owrer. 


"You're the guys who are gonna fill the place up tonight?" he scoffs. 


"We know how to put on a show’, Lars retorts confidently, his voice slipping into the casual tone James has 


heard him deploy to charm suits from LA to New York. 


The owner looks unconvinced as his eyes travel over the four of them before landing on Cliff who is stil 
puffing his joint. There's a rustling noise and James realizes that Kirk has stepped behind him. He pulls himself 
up to his full height, crossing his arms and widening his stance. 


"We don't want trouble around here", the man warns, still staring at Cliff. 
"We're just looking to do a job", James responds cooly. 


Soundcheck is a shit show. There aren't enough power outlets for the amps and the speakers sound like 
they've been sitting out in this field for a decade. Lars gets into a screaming match with the owner, insisting 
that they won't play if they can't use all of their equipment. He's puffing his chest out like he's never lost a 
fight. James and Cliff hover over him, prepared to put some weight behind Lars's threats, until one of the kids 


is sent off in a truck to get another generator. 

The heat from the long day hangs heavy overhead as they run through the setlist on the gear they can plug 
in. Lars is in a foul mood now, constantly losing his focus. It doesn't help that the owner has planted himself on 
one of the chairs in front of the stage, staring at Lars with a disapproving scowl on his face. Kirk keeps 


glancing between ther, his normally full lips pressed into a tight line. 


When the kid in the truck pulls into the driveway, Lars puts all of his weight into one of the cymbals and 
sends it crashing to the ground. 


"Fuck!" 


Cliff and Kirk immediately look to James, who runs a hand through his hair and tries his hardest to breathe 
deeply through his nose. 


"Let's take five and set up properly", he declares. 


Five minutes turn into ten and then fifteen as they sort out the mess of mixed voltages and mismatched 


cables. Lars paces back and forth, tapping his drumsticks together with unnecessary force. The sound 


ricochets off of James already fried nerves. 

He's on his knees, switching out the cable running from Cliff's amp to the mixing console, cursing to drown out 
Lars's tapping and praying silently that the channel isn't fried. He can feel the familiar burn of rage simmering 
under his skin when the thing doesn't want to go in Kirk reaches over the table to try a different angle and 
James slaps his hand away. 


"Ive fucking got it’, he hisses and regrets it immediately because Kirk flinches and dips out of view. 


He just wants to be left alone, wants to plug in his guitar and play until he forgets this place that's giving him 
the creeps, forgets all about Chicago. 


By the time they've got everything up and running, Kirk is nowhere to be found and Raven needs the stage. 
Lars lets out a string of what James can only assume are Danish curse words. He doesn't recognize most of 
them but gets the gist of it from the exasperated look on Lars's face. 


"He's such a flake", Lars whines. 


By now, James's own anger has given way to something colder, something harder to pin down. All he knows is 


he would breathe easier if he knew where Kirk was. 


"We'll be fine", he tries, unsuccessfully judging by the dirty look Lars gives in return. "Go get a beer, chill for a 
second. I'll find Kirk." 


Lars doesn't have to be told twice before setting off back towards the van, sputtered strings of Danish 
hanging in the air behind him. Cliff gives James a sideways smile, a silent promise to get Lars good and drunk, 


as he steps off to the side. 


The owner is still parked in front of the stage, hat drawn low over his face. He doesn't move a muscle as 


James approaches. 

"Hey, have you seen our guitarist?" 

The guy peers up at him through narrowed eyes. 
"The fairy boy with the curls?" 


It feels like someone has dumped a bucket of ice water over James's head and it must be written across his 


face because the guy snickers. 


"He hightailed it out of here a while ago. But don't you worry about that, a city boy like him won't go very far 


out here", he drawls. 


There's no sign of Kirk around the stage, nor backstage where James spots Lars perched on a stack of wooden 
boxes, gulping down mouthfuls of beer between loud outbursts to Cliff who is nodding along and tuning his 
bass. 


Circling the shed, James catches enough of Raven's soundcheck to feel a little more at ease. The sound isn't 


great but at least it's there and loud enough that they should be alright. 


There's a faint path leading away from the pit along the edge of the forest, the kind that looks like it's been 
made by animals roaming the land. James follows it, his feet feeling a little bit lighter with each step. 


An expanse of light green hues, with highlights painted gold by the sun still beating down over the fields, 
stretches out before him. There's no sign of life there, nor in the cool shadows under the trees but he stil 
feels his breath deepen into his chest. 


Something about nature, the scale and grandness of it, has always calmed him. He remembers the day they 
took off for New York, watching the rolling hills pass by from the passenger seat as Dave drove them out of 
California. There was a new kind of freedom in the open road. Pushing the pedal all the way to the floor as 
they crossed into the Great Plains, he had been convinced that if he just hit the gas hard enough they'd be 
able to take flight. 


James has tried to write a song about that feeling but all the words felt too small. It's like trying to describe 
the sound of Kirk's voice late at night, the one that floats above city sirens and sputtering engines and 
crackling speakers. 


Fucking Kirk, who laughs too loud and hides his recklessness behind a smile. Who flakes out sometimes but 
mostly is there even when he isn’t, hanging out somewhere in the back of James's mind. Dark curls tangled 
around a stranger's fingers, a faint mark on tan skin, eyes screwed shut and a moan built on pain and 


something else that hits James low in the abdomen. 
He grinds to a halt and covers his face with his hands. 


dust get over it , he hears in the back of his mind in a voice that sounds suspiciously like Lars's. But of course 
Lars would say that because Lars dances through life like nothing could ever touch him and he knows nothing 


about the way the world will fuck you over if you let it. 


He doesn't seem to understand that there's a target on his back. Same as James, same as Cliff, same as 
fucking Kirk who follows strangers into the dark and returns with marks on his skin. 


James lets out a shaky breath that carries every bit of the last week he'd rather forget. He shakes his head 
and takes a step forward, clenching and unclenching his fists. He'll find Kirk and pretend he never saw anything. 
James will keep an eye on him until they're back home and maybe Kirk will be more careful and they'll never 


have to talk about anything. They can just keep going, pedal to the floor. 


The path veers to the right, opens up to a clearing and there, in the middle of the field, is Kirk. 


He's got his guitar sling over his shoulder, wild hair blown back. He looks entirely out of place and completely 


natural, like he's been plucked out of one painting and dropped into another. 


But he's smiling at someone, a man in a red plaid shirt with cowboy boots sticking out of his jeans. James 


quickens his pace. 


"- its been great, you should come by the van after, we could -", Kirk is saying but he cuts himself off 
abruptly when he spots James. 


Cowboy boots looks up, throwing his head back in greeting. 


"Hey", the man calls in a raspy voice. James doesn't like the way he says it, a little too familiar. He doesn’t stop 


until he's level with Kirk, close enough to touch him. 


The guy has to be at least ten years older than the two of them. There's a glimmer of amusement in his 


eyes, surrounded by crow's feet and heavy lids. 


"This is Dan, he's one of like five metal heads around here", Kirk babbles. He's shifting his weight from one foot 
to the other, fingers tracing the edge of the guitar strap pressing against his chest. 


"We've got work to do", James snaps. He doesn't like the way Kirk's shoulders tense up but it's nothing next to 
the way his stomach turns like waves are rolling through it when Kirk turns back to the man with an 
apologetic smile. 


"Duty calls. I'll see you after?" 


There's that low voice, the night voice. James can feel his cheeks heating up. The man, Dan, arches an eyebrow 


and smirks down at Kirk. 
"Sure thing. Find me later." 


James's hands are balled into fists as he watches the plaid-clad back retreat across the field towards the 


farm. Kirk turns towards him, an unsure smile playing in the corners of his lips. 
‘Sorry | slipped out, | just had to get out of there. That dude was giving me the creeps." 


But Kirk's words barely register because the anger is back in full force, rising through James's body like hot 


air. 


"You've got to get your shit together", he spits. 


Kirk's eyes widen and his lower lip falls open in shock. 
"What do you -" 


"I thought at least out here we wouldn't have to watch you go after every fucking guy around’, James snarls. 
"I know exactly what you're doing, don't be an idiot.” 


Before he has to look at Kirk flinching or hear his flimsy excuses, before he finds his fists flying, James turns 
on his heel and stomps back towards the pit. 


Four 


A week passes with barely two words between them. Kirk is a shadow whenever they're not on stage, slipping 
away before James can even notice that he's gone. He sits with Cliff up front in the bus, their low voices 


drifting back like smoke. 


For once, James is grateful for Lars's inability to keep his mouth shut. At least he can barely catch the sound 
of Kirk's voice, can't grasp the shape of his words, over the noise of whatever chip Lars has got to get off 
his shoulder on any given day. 


He's less grateful for the accusing stare Lars levels at him when Kirk makes excuses to leave the room, when 
he retreats to his bed to fiddle with his guitar or slips off after soundcheck and can't be found before it's 


time to go on 


James wants to tell Lars that it isn't his fault, except he isn't sure who's fault it is, or even what it is. 
Besides, Lars has always been good at reading him and saying anything would mean explaining everything and 
James doesn't think he could even if he wanted to. He keeps his head down and Lars, who seems happy enough 


that James isn't demanding a lineup change, leaves it at furtive glances. 


The gigs are a sanctuary. As long as he survives soundcheck, James can slip out of himself and into the music. 


Judging by the way the crowds react, needing to escape his brain is an advantage. 


They rip through the rest of Arkansas, most of east Texas and a bit of Oklahoma playing to gatherings a lot 
larger than the dozen people who came out to the pit that night when everything went sideways. When they 
get off stage, Kirk is off to the bar, usually with Cliff in tow. James hangs out backstage with Lars and the 


groupies and drinks until he can't stand, much less stumble onto something he'd rather not witness. 


It works until they reach Odessa, the last dusty outpost before the oil fields swallow the rest of Texas. 
Stepping out into the merciless sun feels like setting foot on a foreign planet, inhospitable and aggressive. At 
least it matches James's mood. 


They're buzzing by soundcheck that night, a familiar fog spreading through James's mind and letting him focus 
on getting the setting of the amp just right rather than the fact that Kirk is standing a few feet away, 
decidedly not looking at him. 


Mark, the sound guy, floats into view and asks James to plug into Kirk's amp for a second. James freezes and 
realizes his body has betrayed him because while he's good at pretending Kirk isn't there, he can immediately 


feel the tension between them rise like a cresting wave. 


"Oh, no, yeah, sure", he stutters and keeps his eyes to the ground. A pair of skinny legs scramble quickly out 
of view at the edge of his vision 


He stumbles through a few tinny, hollow notes before Mark declares that the amp is busted and stalks off. 
James yanks the cable out a little harder than necessary and drops it to the floor, stomping back to his safe 
spot at the center of the stage. 

He catches Lars staring at him through narrowed eyes. 


Before the show, Lars corners him in the dressing room. 


"You've got to get over this thing’, he hisses, shooting a quick glance at Cliff who is tuning up at the other end 


of the room. 

James swallows a mouthful of beer and cocks his chin up defiantly. 

“There's nothing to get over, it's all good." 

"Bullshit", Lars spits, punctuating each syllable with quick jabs of a finger into James's chest. "You're practically 
in Cliffs lap on stage and Kirk has turned into Casper the fucking ghost. I'm telling you, I'm not replacing 
another guitarist." 


I'm fine", James protests, stepping back. "We're fine." 


He shrugs and tries to keep his face still like a statue, stony and unyielding, under Lars's stare. But he can feel 
the resolve melt out of his skin He hides it behind another gulp of beer. 


Cliff’, Lars calls suddenly, not taking his eyes off James's face. "You're bunking with me tonight” 
"The hell?" James snaps. 

Cliff looks up from his bass, eyebrows raised. 

"0-kay?" 


"Yeah", Lars says without turning around, pinning James in place with a glower as sharp as a dagger. "I need a 


break from this fucking headcase." 


James is still trying to pull his thoughts together, about to object, when the door swings open and Kirk steps 
through. The sounds of the gathering crowd outside spill in behind him. 


He's wearing a Misfits t-shirt that was probably snatched from Cliff's bag because it looks about three sizes 
too big. He doesn't meet James's eyes, just shoots Cliff a lopsided smile. 


"You've got a new roommate tonight", Cliff informs him, plucking out a rhythmic beat from the top strings of 
his bass. 


"What?" Kirk's voice is raspy and confused, like he hasn't used it in days. 


Getting his first good look at the man in almost a week, James registers the red rims around his eyes before 


Kirk catches his gaze for a split second and then ducks his head, crossing his arms in front of his chest. 
Lars finally turns away, his eyes lingering on James's face for a moment. 
"Yeah, I'm gonna bunk with Cliff tonight", he exhales. "You've got Hetfield" 


Kirk opens his mouth to protest but catches himself and closes it again There's a wrinkle deepening between 
his eyebrows. He shoots a quick look at Cliff, who is still plucking at his bass but studying the scene with 


wariness. 


If it wasn't for the steady beat of Cliffs fingers against strings puncturing the stiff silence, James could have 


sworn that time had frozen. 
"Yeah, okay", Kirk finally mumbles, letting his arms fall to his sides. 


There's a knot in James's stomach and a ringing in his ears. It's like the air has gone out of the room. He 
clenches his fist, feels the beer can crumple between his fingers like paper. Bob's head pops in through the 
door. James can't hear what he's saying but he sees Lars reach for his drumsticks, sees Cliff stand up. He 
doesn't want to look at Kirk again so he picks up his guitar and heads out. He stops for a second behind the 
stage. 


"Alright, motherfuckers", Lars snaps behind him. "Let's kick some asses. 


The sound of the crowd, anticipation and adrenaline, slips into James's skin. He nods to himself, feels his face 


settle into defiant scowl and steps out, leaving every thought of Kirk's red-rimmed eyes behind. 


Kirk is, of course, nowhere to be found after the show. Not that James is looking - James is busy drinking 
himself into a ditch deep enough that he might not have to wake up tomorrow. 


Everyone is out in full force. The Gallagher brothers have decided that Texas is due for an old-fashioned 
British beating and conclude that their dressing room is as good a place as any to start. James is helping John 
pull a mirror off the wall by the time the venue manager storms in and threatens to call the cops. It isn't 


until Cliff helpfully reminds them that Texas cops are likely to shoot first and ask questions later that they 


decide to retreat back to the motel to set up camp in one of Raven's rooms. 

Lars catches up to James as they trudge in a rowdy line across the parking lot. 

"You scare off Kirk already?" he sneers, the words a little slurred. 

"Fuck off", James scoffs. "I don't know where he is and | don't care, I'm not his fucking babysitter." 
Lars lets out a laugh which spirals into a hiccup. 

"Yeah, sure, sure. Just keep on not caring, right?" 

James doesn't know how to respond. He hurries across the parking lot, leaving Lars behind. 


Once they spill into the room, there's girls and music and more booze to kill the time. James can feel Lars 


shooting him looks from across the room, although his gaze is growing less steady by the minute. 


James ignores him, lets a pretty brunette with round cheeks and heavy eyeliner chat him up instead. Leaning 
against a wall, he drinks his beer and stares down at her, following the line where a red bottom lip meets milky 


skin, while she giggles and prattles on 


"You guys were so good", she gushes in a breathy voice, gazing up at him through her eyelashes. "There's 
nothing sexier than a man in charge." 


James is pretty sure his face is already flushed enough from the alcohol that she can't see him blushing, the 
small mercies of one too many beers. He shrugs and looks away. Over her head, he catches Lars staring back 
at him. There's something mean in his eyes. James swallows another chug of beer and looks back down at the 


girl. 
"Wanna go somewhere else?" She perks up with a brilliant smile and nods. 


It isn't until he's leading her back to the room that James remembers that Kirk might be there and that 
there's only one bed. He doesn't want to run into Kirk, doesn't even want to think about Kirk when he's too 
drunk and his defenses are down. The muggy air presses against James's lungs as he struggles with the key, 


fingers trembling slightly. But the room is dark and empty when he finally gets the door open. The sounds 
from the party down the hall muffles as he shuts it behind them. 


The girl is on the bed before he has time to react, slipping her shirt off to reveal a pair of small, round 
breasts cupped by a lacy black bra She's bathed in the shifting hues of Christmas lights that have been left 
hanging outside the window, red and blue and green blinking across her pale skin as she beckons him over with 


a crooked finger and a confident smile. 


Impatient hands meet him when he reaches the bed, groping around his crotch in search of his zipper before 
he's even gotten his sneakers off. James loses his balance, stumbles over his own feet and comes crashing 
down onto the bed. The girl laughs and pushes him onto his back, finds the zipper and yanks it down before 
forcing a hand into his tight jeans. James feels a pinch somewhere between his legs but his dick remains limp. 


They lie like that for a few minutes, the girl groping at his crotch and trailing wet kisses along his neck. James 
traces the curve of her hip bone, the side of her breast, buries a hand in her hair and pushes her face 
against his to kiss her. Her noises of pleasure are little gusts of air against his lips but his dick doesn't seem 
to want to get harder. 


Finally, James lets his arm fall to the side and rolls over, face turned to the ceiling as he watches the 


flickering colors dance far above his head. 
"Shit, | might be too drunk", he mumbles apologetically. 


The girl giggles and James realizes he never asked her name. He's about to but then she's pulling herself up to 


her knees and his eyes get caught on her lips, already swollen from rough kisses. 


"Let me try something’, she breathes and James cranes his neck to watch as she shimmies down the edge of 


the bed and then onto the floor. 


She pulls down his pants and has her mouth on him in seconds, warm and wet and tight with suction. This isn't 
her first rodeo, James can tell. He leans his head back against the mattress and places a hand on the back of 
her head, trying to focus on the movement. Up and down, up and down. It's like grasping for something just out 


of reach. 
She pulls off, pumping his still semi-limp dick with her fist. 
"Relax." 


James closes his eyes, tries to clear his mind. He twirls her smooth hair around his fingers, careful not to tug 


too hard. In his mind, it morphs into black curls. 


He feels himself harden and swell as the image of a toothy smile and an open shirt, revealing smooth muscles 


and the faint shadows of ribs underneath, flashes across the backs of his eyelids. 
Shit. 


There was a floodgate in his mind and now it's open and the memories come crashing in. A pair of full lips 
parted in a soft circle. Kirk's eyes squeezed shut, his face framed in soft curls. It feels like seconds and an 
eternity rolled into one and James feels all the blood in his body race towards his crotch. 


The girl is moaning around him now, encouraging, as she pulls him deeper into her mouth. But the sound 
contorts into something else, pain and pleasure swirling together in heaving breaths. There's a soft voice 
somewhere at the back of his mind. 


Thats it. Relax. 


The climax hits him like a runaway truck out of left field and James lets out a groan of surprise as he comes 
deep in the girl's mouth. 


By the time he comes back to himself, she's already on her feet. She flops down on the bed with a pleased 
smile. There's a second of awkward silence, punctured by the distant sound of the party that's still raging a 
few doors down the hall, muffled like it's fighting its way through water. 


"My band mate's probably gonna come back soon", James stutters sheepishly. "H's just, uh, we don't have a lot 


of money and we gotta share the beds, so, you know." 
He trails off, embarrassed. The girl giggles and shakes her head. 


"| wouldn't mind sharing’, she snorts but she's already reaching over him to grab her shirt, pulling it back 
over her head and running her fingers through her hair to smooth it out. 


She kisses him, quick and deep, by the door and tells him to look her up the next time they come through 
town before slipping out. James cleans up in the sink next to the bathroom, avoiding his own eyes in the dirty 


mirror. 


He finds himself standing in the middle of the room, bathed in blinking Christmas lights. Kirk's bag is in the 
corner, unopened. Otherwise the only sign of life are his own jeans, puddled in a heap at the foot of the bed, 
and the messed up sheets. He sinks down on top of the bed, staring up and counting the seconds as the ceiling 
shifts from blue to red to green 


There's a dull ache in his chest now, like a warm and heavy stone. The comforting fog of alcohol has lifted and 
all he's left with is a tingling feeling under his skin, like his veins are trying to crawl out of his body. 


He could go back to the party, find something to drink or something to smash. He remains glued to the bed. 


James isn't sure how much time has passed when he hears a creak from the door. He shoots up reflexively 


and meets a pair of dark eyes. 


"Oh", Kirk says, his voice faltering. It's hard to make out his face in the dark. "I thought you'd still be hanging 
out with the guys." 


James watches as he nods, as if steeling himself, and closes the door before crossing the room, head bowed 


low and body stiff. Kirk opens the bathroom door and flicks on the fluorescent light before stepping back in 


front of the mirror, his coltish frame bathed in a harsh glare. 

"lm just going to take a shower", Kirk calls over his shoulder, shrugging out of his leather jacket. 
The way his voice rises, lighthearted and fake, makes James's blood boil 

"Where were you?" he spits, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. 

Kirk's head snaps up, wide eyes meeting James's through the mirror. 

"Out", Kirk says finally, dropping his jacket to the floor and gripping the counter. 

"| needed some space." 


James is on his feet now. There's a bitter taste on his tongue. He takes a step closer, then another, and 


smirks when he sees Kirk's knuckles whiten around the edge of the counter. 

"You seem to need a lot of that these days. A lot of space with a lot of guys." 

Kirk stares down into the sink. 

"Did you fuck some guy tonight?" 

Kirk's eyes flash up again, narrow and spiteful enough to stop James in his tracks. 

"That's none of your business.” 

James feels his cheeks flush with heat and opens his mouth to throw something, anything back at Kirk. 
Through the mirror, he catches sight of a brownish red mark in the corner of Kirk's mouth. He closes the 
distance between them, grabs a bony shoulder and spins Kirk around until he can clasp his chin. James's pulse 
quickens, a steady rhythm building in his ears, as he angles Kirk's face to the side. 

There is an unmistakable smear of blood painted across his bottom lip. James runs his thumb over it, feeling 
the angry gash beneath the calloused skin of his fingertip. Kirk flinches and yanks his head away, stepping 
sideways towards the door to the bathroom. 


"Did someone hurt you?" James whispers hoarsely. 


Kirk laughs but the sound catches somewhere deep in his throat and comes out like a whine. Pale blue light 
paints a faint halo around the edges of his curls and deep canyons of shadow under his eyes. 


"No. Yes? | don't know." 


He disappears into the bathroom, leaving the room dark again except for the twinkling of Christmas lights. A 
moment later James can hear the shower running. He drifts aimlessly back to the middle of the room, fists 
clenched. He tries to focus his thoughts but all he can feel is the slow and steady burn of anger. Anger at 

Kirk, anger at whoever split his bottom lip open Anger at the fact that they're in bumfuck, Texas, and Kirk 
doesn't seem to understand that he's a walking target. 


James is still standing there, digging bitten-down fingernails into the palms of his hands, when the door swings 
open again and Kirk emerges, still in his giant t-shirt with wet curls hanging heavy over his shoulder. He 
waddles over to the bed and dumps his jeans on top of it. 


"What the fuck are you doing?" James mutters. 


Kirk slumps onto the bed and pulls his knees up to his chest. His expression is vacant under the shifting 
Christmas lights. It makes James think of empty, dark houses flashing into view and disappearing again along a 
highway. 


He doesn't like the way the air feels now, like all the fight has gone out of them. He runs a hand over his face. 


There's an apology dancing on his tongue. He swallows it. 


"Look", he says and takes a step towards the bed, trying to think of what to say next. "You gotta be more 


careful. We're not in San Francisco, you could get in real trouble out here." 


Kirk's eyes are staring back at him, blinking blue and green and red, inscrutable. James hesitates and then 
closes the distance between them, climbing onto the bed. He feels Kirk's body heave with a sharp inhale as 
their shoulders touch. 


"I just’, James tries but Kirk is staring up at him now with his big eyes, pupils so dilated that they look black, 
and he loses whatever thought he had. He looks down at Kirk's busted lip. 


They're so close now that there's nothing to stop him from leaning down and covering the bruise with his own 


mouth. His body follows the instinct before his brain has time to understand it. 


Kirk's cheeks are smooth and his lips soft but the hands that come up to cover both sides of James's face 
are decidedly male, fingers strong and skin roughened by steely strings. He can taste faint traces of alcohol 
and something bitter and metallic on Kirk's lips. He pulls back, still close enough that his nose brushes against 
Kirk's as he breathes, ragged and desperate. 


"Kirk, [-" 
"Don't say anything", Kirk interrupts before catching James's mouth again 


Its a flurry of arms and then legs as Kirk pushes James down against the mattress, fingers gripping his 
shoulders hard enough to leave marks under the thin fabric of James's t-shirt. He closes his eyes and feels 


Kirk shift above him until he's straddling James's legs, mouth still pushing down on his own greedily. There's a 
jolt of surprise when James feels Kirk's erection press against his own. His hips buck upwards of their own 


accord. 
Kirk lets out a shaky breath. 


"Fuck, oh fuck", he pants against James's lips and the sound, low and husky, sends tremors running down 
James's thighs. 


Then Kirk is pulling away and the room is spinning. James covers his face with his hands, feels his breath hitch 
as fingers tug at the hem of his boxers. 


"Shit, Kirk, what-" he tries but Kirk is already crawling back up, one hand roaming up James's chest and neck. 


"If you don't want me to stop, then don't say anything’, Kirk gasps, his voice pulled between a command and a 


whimper. 


He pulls up, seems to steady himself for a second. There's a wet sound and then Kirk's hand is on James again, 


slick and warm with spit as he wraps his fingers in a firm, frantic grip around James's dick. 


James is still covering his face with his hands, still trying to stop the spinning. He feels the weight of Kirk shift 
forward and then there's a pressure against the head of his cock He can hear Kirk trying to steady his 
breath, little trembling huffs of air slowly growing deeper as he holds himself up with one hand on James's 
chest. The pressure increases, warm and pulsating as it works its way down his shaft. James pulls his hands 


from his face and throws his eyes open. 


Above him, Kirk's lips are parted in a slight sneer between veils of dark hair. His eyes are screwed shut. He 
looks otherworldly, James thinks, like a perverted version of the cherubs in the children's books at church. Like 


he isn't really there, just a dream in the figment of James's imagination. 


Kirk sinks a little further down, spreading his knees apart against the sheets, and James feels his eyes roll 
towards the back of his head. Little stars dance at the edge of his vision as Kirk pushes himself all the way 


down with a whine and pauses. 

James can feel his own heartbeat in every inch of his body except maybe it's Kirk's heartbeat, he can't tell 
where one ends and the other begins anymore and just when he thinks that he might be catching up to what's 
happening Kirk starts to move again, shifting his hips tentatively. 


A sharp moan penetrates the silence and Kirk thrusts again, a little harder this time. James grips Kirk's sides, 
molds his hands around sharp hip bores, his eyes fixing briefly on the point where their bodies meet. 


He looks up again, dazed. 


"Fuck, Kirk, fuck, fuck-" 
Kirk shakes his head and speeds up. 
"Just don't", he moans and it blossoms into a mantra. "Don't break this, please, James, just don't break this." 


Its pleasure and pain, both and neither at the same time, throbbing with heat and raspy from friction. Kirk 
throws his head back and sends dark curls falling heavy behind his shoulders. James snakes a hand up and 
catches a handful, twirls them between his fingers. 


"Don't stop", he groans, reverent. 


Kirk doesn't. He falls forward and covers them both in a dark cloud of hair. His lips are rough against James's 
again and his hips are spasming now, legs shaking. James doesn't see it coming until the last second when his 
legs tense up and then he's coming, jerking up against Kirk's body. There are broken breaths against his ear 


and a low, husky voice telling him to hang on. 


Kirk is still on top of him, their chests pressed together, when James feels his muscles release and the tension 
evaporate from his body. Soft hair tickles against his eyelids. He keeps them closed, takes a few breaths and 
realizes his hands are still wrapped around Kirk's hips. He lets them fall to the mattress, rubbing clammy 
palms against the sheets. 


He can feel tremors running through Kirk's body, shivers knotting his skin against James's chest. He lifts one 
hand, hesitates, and then lets it land on the small of Kirk's back. The skin is warm and sweaty underneath his 
fingers. James's mind is blank, except for the knowledge that Kirk's breathing has slowed and found the rhythm 


of his own. 


There's a wet sound when Kirk suddenly sits up and James feels a rush of cold air against his stomach. Before 
he knows it, Kirk is on his feet and shuffling off to the bathroom, closing the door quietly behind him. James 
looks down and notices a pool of sticky, white semen just below his belly button He stares at it for a few 


seconds, bewildered, before he realizes it isn't his. 

"Hey, mind bringing me some toilet paper?" he calls. 

There's the distant sound of water running through pipes and Kirk appears in the doorway again. James 
catches a distinct wince as he steps back into the room. A roll of toilet paper lands on the mattress. James 
pulls off a handful and dabs awkwardly at his stomach. 


"IIl sleep in the van", Kirk says. 


James feels his heart quicken again as Kirk reaches down, hands scrambling for his jeans that have fallen to 


the floor in the commotion. 


"You sure?" he asks warily, crumpling the paper in his hand into a ball and tossing it on the nightstand. 

Kirk, already pulling his pants up his legs, nods. He turns his back to James before zipping up. 

The fog of the beer and the sex has definitely lifted now and James wants to crawl back under the covers and 
not think too hard about the last ten minutes and the sticky residue that still lingers on his stomach. Then 
Kirk reaches for his shoes and he wishes time would stop. 

"| wouldn't mind if you stayed." 

Kirk freezes, a beaten Reebok sneaker hanging midair. He turns back towards James. 

"I'd like it if you stayed", James sputters and then he's out of words again. 

He holds his breath for a second before Kirk drops the shoe to the floor again. 

"Okay", Kirk says, a twinge of uncertainty in his voice. "If you want me to." 

James isn't sure what to do with his limbs as he watches Kirk pull off his jeans again. He takes his time to 
fold them this time, putting them gingerly on the floor. They both hesitate for a second, locked in a struggle 
neither of them wants to win, before James scoots back towards the far end of the bed and Kirk climbs in. 


The damp sheets shift as Kirk turns to his side. James keeps his eyes peeled to the ceiling. 


"I didn't mean to", Kirk whispers. "I thought maybe you hated me now and then you didn't. | know | shouldn't 
have done that." 


His voice is low and taut. James feels fingers skimming against his arm, ghost-like. 

‘Its okay", he says. 

There's a whole world hiding behind that word, okay. James sighs, then turns over. Kirk's eyes are wide and 
wet and the way they're staring back at him, unblinking, hurts. He can feel deep, dark waters opening up 


beneath him, an ocean of unknowns. 


James lets his gaze fall to Kirk's bottom lip. He frowns, reaching out a hand and tracing the fuzzy outline of 
the bruise with his index finger. 


| don't like this", he whispers. 
Kirk looks down. 


"Its nothing." 


Its not nothing", James protests forcefully, voice rising. "I'm serious, you gotta be more carefull" 
The mouth beneath his finger curls into the specter of a smile. He lets his hand fall. 


"Sometimes", Kirk says slowly, like he's struggling for the right words. "Sometimes its better not to be in 


charge. Nobody's done anything | didn't want them to." 
James's thoughts flash back to the image of Kirk's mouth hovering above him in a sharp wince. 


"Maybe you don't hook up with guys like that", he says, testing the waters for a second. It feels like surrender. 
"Maybe you just hook up with me instead” 


Kirk's smile broadens, blinking red and blue and green 
"Maybe", he responds. 


James doesn't know who falls asleep first. When he wakes up to the harsh morning light trailing down his face, 
Kirk's arm is resting across his chest. He doesn't pretend to sleep this time, just watches as Kirk slowly blinks 
back to life. Kirk's eyes go a little wide when he realizes where he is but he doesn't move, just sucks his 


bottom lip in under his teeth. 


There's a banging on the door, Bob's booming voice telling them they need to get a move on if they want to 
reach New Mexico before nightfall. 


They get dressed slowly. There are no words between them but the silence is a little easier. James picks up 
Kirk's jacket from the floor underneath the sink and hands it to him. Kirk smiles back, slipping it over skinny 


shoulders. 


Cliff is leaning against the van, smoking a morning joint, when they step out into the parking lot. The many 


hours of missed sleep from the night before are written in deep circles under his eyes. 

"Lars is getting coffee", he announces in greeting before his mouth twists into a yawn. 

A moment later, Lars comes stumbling around the corner, spilling black liquid over a cardboard cup holder and 
cursing. He hands one of the styrofoam cups to Kirk who murmurs appreciatively as he pulls off the lid, the 
vapor of warm tea wafting up towards his face, before climbing into the van. Lars holds out a hand when 
James goes to follow. 


"You guys okay?" he asks suspiciously. 


James purses his lips. Okay seems too small and too big at the same time. The memories of last night flutter 


and move through his mind, disconnected pieces that he still can't puzzle together. 


"I think so", he says finally. 
Lars's shoulders slump down as if he's been holding his breath. 
"Thanks", he smiles and hands James one of the styrofoam cups. 


Clambering up the stairs, the hot coffee burning his fingers, James wonders if he should be the one thanking 
Lars. 


Kirk is huddled up in the back, leaning against the window with his head bowed down over a magazine. He must 


know that James is staring at him, frozen, because he looks up and their eyes lock over the seats. 


James thinks that the last twelve hours could be the start of the biggest mistake of his life. But when the 
corners of Kirk's eyes wrinkle a little over the top of his magazine, it doesn't feel like much of a choice at all 


He makes his way to the back of the van, sliding into the seat next to Kirk's. 
“Alright, what are we reading?" 


Kirk beams then, bright and blazing. He leans forward and rests the comic over James's thighs, blowing softly 
at his still scalding tea. 


The van pulls out of the parking lot with a wheezing whine, snakes through narrow streets and onto a new 
highway as Kirk explains the plot, voice low and lilting. James leans his head back and shifts a little closer so 


that their arms touch. 


Over the top of Kirk's curls he can see the desolate desert whizzing by outside of the window. The van 
careens and then speeds up as Bob pushes the gas pedal to the floor, leaving the landscape outside a blurred 


patchwork of reds, browns and yellows. 


